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, ]{ fh.en Dean Mary Seeger asked me ifl would speak
V V this evening on academic excellence, I thought
immediately of one ingredient of academic excellence
that we may not pay attention to often enough, the
critical difference that a relationship between a student
and faculty member can make . My guess, certainly my
hope, is that everyone in this room has benefited at
some time from having a guide, from this particular
kind of intimate teaching and learning relationship. In
my talk, I want to explore and celebrate it. To do this,
I'll be using E. M. Forster (an early twentieth-century
English novelist), Plato, Doris Lessing (a contemporary novelist who grew up in what was then Rhodesia
and is now Zimbabwe), and, of all people, my mother.
I am working on a memoir of my parents' lives, using
their letters, so my mother as a young woman is fresh
in my mind.
The title for my talk, "Only Connect," is the epigraph
to E.M. Forster's 1910 novel Howards End. Forster does
not deal explicitly with teaching and learning in his
novel. Rather, he's exploring major dichotomies that
often separate us through the interactions of two families, the English Wilcoxes and the German Schlegels.
Some of these dichotomies are male and female, reason
and passion, intellectual values and materialism, and
the working class and the upper class. (If you get the
idea, the book is not beach reading, you're correct .) The
dichotomies are harmonized and transformed largely
through one character, Margaret Schlegel. She makes a
startling assertion of what is possible if one can connect,
as she says, "the prose in us with the passion. Without it
we are meaningless fragments, half monks, half beasts,
unconnected arches that have never joined into a man .
With itlove is born .... " (186). Schlegel acts as a teacher,
even though she does so informally.
Love in a teaching and learning relationship? Let's consider the question further. My primary responsibility at
Grand Valley is faculty development. I do whatever I can
to help faculty teach better. So I teach undergraduates

much less than I used to and usually, now, it's some kind
of writing course. The classes are fairly small, although,
John, not small enough. When I do teach, I still begin
each of my classes with the presumption that I am going
to love my students, that together we can make some of
those big connections Margaret Schlegel was concerned
about . I don't tell them that. I'm too concerned they
might misunderstand me. Instead, I try to act as if I love
them and let them figure it out for themselves if they
care to. By this kind oflove, I mean that I try to accept
them as they are. I try to create a learning environment
that is both nurturing and challenging. I want each
one of them to have done something they thought was
beyond them by the end of the class. I hope that they
will be better citizens, having taken one of my classes,
because they can articulate and defend a position as well
as being open to points of view they do not share.
My approach is not original. It's at least as old as
Plato. ThePhaedrus, one of his later dialogues, consists
of a discussion between Socrates, the teacher, and a
young man, Phaedrus, his student. By the end of the
dialogue, Phaedrus is able to see that our highest calling as humans is to seek the truth, that is, to practice
philosophy," to ask and answer questions about reality,
meaning, and value" (GVSU Catalogue). But that is far
from where he begins. As the dialogue gets underway,
Phaedrus is all excited because he has just heard a speech
that he in turn wants to give to Socrates, about how it's
to one's advantage to have a relationship with someone
who does not love you rather than with someone who
does. In both form and content, the speech is spurious.
Socrates listens and then responds with a speech of
his own, better organized, but still with a limited view
of love, although one that takes Phaedrus beyond the
arguments in the first speech. Then Socrates wants to
leave. Like any teacher, Socrates is not noble all the
time. He would just as soon leave even though he knows
the job is not done, that Phaedrus is content to accept
much less than he is capable of. Phaedrus persuades
him to stay, and the result is another speech about love
from Socrates. In it, he tells a myth to explain how true
wisdom can develop from the relationship between two
people. First, one has to get one's own house in order.
Socrates says the nature of the soul is like a winged
charioteer in a chariot drawn by two horses. The chari-
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oteer who seeks beauty, wisdom, and goodness will
strengthen his wings and be able to ascend to heaven
and join the gods. If he seeks their opposites, the wings
will wither and fall off The horses also make a difference.
One is ugly and headstrong, with untamed passions.
The other is obedient, driven simply by the word of
the charioteer.
Part of the charioteer's task in his journey toward
heaven is to manage both horses. If the headstrong
horse can be restrained and if the charioteer has the
proper motivations, thus growing his wings, then he can
respond to and love another person, also in the same
state . The ascent to heaven does not occur alone . The
attraction between the two people is at first physical,
but that is only the start. I think the underlying point
here is that the chemistry between two people that
results in learning and growth does not occur between
two abstractions, it's between flesh and blood people.
Socrates goes on to say,"If the higher elements in their
minds prevail, and guide them into a way oflife which
is strictly devoted to the pursuit of wisdom, they will
pass their time on earth in happiness and harmony. .
.. They will become masters of themselves and their
souls will be at peace" (65). So, think of the process of
becoming educated as growing wings. Faculty have to
keep their wings in good shape, assisting students as
their feathers grow.
As I was thinking of the loving qualities in a teacher/
student relationship, I wanted to bring in some examples
of women. I wanted a novel or a play or a poem that
would show a young woman's relationship with her
mentor in a positive way, something that would be as
inspiring as Socrates and Phaedrus. I performed my
search for this work in a most scientific way, by standing and looking at the books on my book shelves and
thinking about what was between their covers. It was
much easier for me to come up with examples of young
women who either had no guides or had ones who took
advantage of them than to find examples of women who
grew in the way Phaedrus did.I leave you to speculate
on whether my hypothesis is correct, that it's more difficult for women to find guides than it is for men and
why that might be so. That's a topic for another, much
longer and more complicated discussion.

I want to tell you about just one example from the
books on my shelves of a young woman and the pattern
her life takes, largely because she has no guide and certainly no love. She is Martha Qyest, the main character
in an early novel of the same name by Doris Lessing,
who, as I said at the beginning, grew up in what was
then Rhodesia and now lives in England. She is now 83
and just two months, her most recent novel, The Sweetest Dream, appeared in the U.S. Martha Quest is set in
colonial Rhodesia of the 1930s, prior to the outbreak of
World War II. It's at least semi-autobiographical. The
main character, Martha Qyest, as her name implies, is
on a journey of self-discovery, in a social setting where
there are three main groups, the colonial English and the
Afrikaaners, and, of course, the native Africans, whom
the whites call Kaffirs. Martha is determined to make
something of herself, live a life of principle, fighting for
justice for the Kaffirs. She wants to get an education
and not to marry young, as she sees other young women
around her doing.
Yet, she is held back by her parents, who themselves
see no way out of their lives as farmers, eking out a
marginal existence on the land. They don't want her to
grow up, to live any differently than they have. Martha
goes to live in town anyway and take classes, vowing
to study every night, but more often than not goes out
with one of the young men whose life is as aimless as
hers. They expect to possess her and she allows herself to
be possessed, marrying one of the first ones who comes
along. She sees the unfair treatment of the blacks around
her but does nothing, even when she could. Instead, she
loses herself in her own fantasies. Some of us can learn
and grow on our own, without help, but those people
are the exceptions. Martha certainly could not.
I don't want to end on the depressing note of Martha
Qyest. This is, after all, an evening of celebration. We
are here because we are fortunate not to be limited
as Martha Qyest was. And so I turn to my mother,
Sylvia, and two letters she wrote when she was in college in the mid -1930s, almost exactly the time period
in which Martha Quest is set. She was writing to her
friend Albert, the man who became her husband and
then my father . He was six years older than she, already
ordained a pastor in the Lutheran church, not yet asking
her to marry him but clearly wanting a commitment.

She wrote back, saying she wanted
to be friends and then went on to
articulate her hopes and dreams for
herself as a young woman:
Thank you for saying we are
still friends .... You mentioned
a career-or
the possibility
of there being someone else.
1hank you again for your kind
attitude, but I had better make
myself clear. A career is not the
ultimate goal in my life. I think
I want to do something on my
own for a little while, but I'm
afraid I wouldn't be entirely
happy or satisfied with that
alone. I want to be married
and have children and [these
are lines that I love] live in as
beautiful a way as I have vision
for and am able.
At various times in the letters
Sylvia wrote to Albert during her
college years, she explored her own
hopes and dreams. She never uses
our contemporary language of role
models, yet, in one letter she wrote
as a junior, it's clear that the two
women she is describing help her
to understand how she might live
as beautifully as she can, to see what
she might become. The first was a
missionary to China, who spoke at
a candelight service. I should add
here that both Albert and Sylvia
were interested in missionary work
and went on to spend forty years as
missionaries in Papua New Guinea.
Sylvia describes the missionary thus:
She was standing between
candelabra of candles talking
about light and how easy it is
really to forget about the usual
necessities of life when your
mind and life are taken up with
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greater things. Simple and beautiful are the only
two words I can think of in describing her rich,
vibrant personality.
With almost no transition in the letter, Sylvia moved
on to music and the second woman:
Days that I have my voice lesson or my piano lesson
are especially high days in my young life. I take
voice from Miss Hjertaas (some more vibrating
personality) and even tho my voice sounds awful
in practice something in her just draws out the best
that is in me-so that my voice (the way I'm used
to hearing it) is almost unrecognizable.
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I think what Sylvia is describing, especially her
experience with Miss Hjertaas, is not so different
from the loving relationship that Socrates and Phaedrus had, the relationship that I see as the hallmark
of the teacher/student connection. Sylvia is benefiting
from the insights of someone like Margaret Schlegel in
Howard's End who can see promise in what seem only
to be irreconcilable opposites and is willing to work to
make the reconciliation possible. Unlike Martha Q.iest,
Sylvia's family was willing to sacrifice so that she could
get an education, even in the middle of the Depres sion, and she fell in love with a man who respected
her enough so that he did not push her into a hasty
decision about her future. As an adult, she could then
pass along her own vision of life to her seven children
and the many young people she taught.
What are the lessons for us from Forster, Plato,
Lessing, and my mother? Margaret Schlegel is not
being dismissive when she says "only connect." Rather,
the connecting is enough. It can be all that is needed .
I invite all of you to reflect on the guides you have had
and to be open to guiding others in our common pursuit
of excellence.

